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Letter from the Chair 
 

Hey delegates! 

My name is Arthur Ji, and I’m delighted to be serving as your chair for 
HAMUN 46’s DISEC committee. I am a current freshman student at the 
University of Texas at Austin, part of the Honors Computer Science and 
Business program, and hoping to add on a major in finance. I am originally 
from California, so it has been exciting here in Texas so far. I am very 
excited to be chairing this committee! 

As you know, this year, HAMUN will be running virtually. There is no doubt 
that, for some of you, this is your very first time on a digital conference. 
Some of the tech might feel unfamiliar and debating online will not feel 
the same. But I hope to see you take on the challenge head-on and show 
you ability to adapt to a changing landscape. See this as a chance to 
become a leader during chaotic times. 

As both a former delegate and chair, I love a good debate. DISEC is an especially awesome committee 
because the world of international security and conflict has no clear right or wrong. The mission of every 
nation above all is to first to protect its citizens and second to protect their citizens’ interests. Our two 
topics on foreign military intervention and biological weapons are especially unique topics that cannot 
be answered without nuance. 

I strongly encourage every delegate to step outside of your own political stance and adapt to your 
country’s perspective. The world of international security is full of varying ideas that may not feel 
familiar in our American landscape. The best diplomat is one who can see the world through a million 
viewpoints yet still navigate towards compromise and achieving their goals. For newer delegates, I also 
have a few words of advice. Take every opportunity to raise your hand to speak and jump into a 
conversation during unmods. Make speeches that push the committee towards new ideas. It’ll be nerve-
wracking at first, but only by taking the risk will you build your skillset. Have that little spark of 
competitiveness to push yourself into the limelight. 

Good luck, and I look forward to seeing you in committee! 

Best Regards, 

Arthur Ji 
HAMUN 46 – Disarmament and International Security Committee Chair 

P.S. You can contact me at ji.arthur@utexas.edu  

mailto:ji.arthur@utexas.edu
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 About DISEC 
  

What is DISEC? 
The United Nations General Assembly First Committee, also known as the Disarmament and 
International Security Committee (DISEC), is one of six major committees that serve the General 
Assembly, or GA. Each committee focuses on a different topic area. While countries are in some 
or all specialized committees, such as UNHRC or WIPO, every nation in the UN has their place in 
DISEC and all GA committees. 

As can be guessed from its name, the Disarmament and International Security Committee 
focuses on issues of international security with aims to peacefully setting military and 
diplomatic conflicts across the globe. Topics that it has discussed include denuclearization, 
illegal trade and sales of arms, and space militarization. It has also had broadened debate to 
sometimes include the impact of climate and non-communicable diseases. 

To achieve this goal, DISEC encourages open debate during its sessions. It also works with other 
organizations, such as the Geneva-based Conference on Disarmament and the United Nations 
Disarmament Commission.  

A Brief History 

Until the later 1970’s, the current First and Fourth (Special Political and Decolonization, or 
SPECPOL) committees were one committee know as the Political and Security Committee 
(POLISEC), while the Fourth committee only handled issues of decolonization. When the issue 
of decolonization settled due to most territories gaining sovereignty, the Fourth committee 
become SPECPOL, and the current DISEC committee was formed. 

DISEC has had many historical moments. Notably, the first-ever successfully passed UN 
resolution, “Establishment of a Commission to Deal with the Problems Raised by the Discovery 
of Atomic Energy”, came from the DISEC session from 1946. Since then, DISEC has been home 
to tons of critical debates on keeping the nations of the world safe and secure. 
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Topic B: Biological weapons & engineered viruses in war 
  

Topic Overview 
Throughout history, diseases have been some of the deadliest forces know to mankind, having 
killed millions of people. However, with the processes for modifying biological organisms and 
modern genetic tools, the fear of these fast and deadly weapons has become a key concern for 
public health and national security experts around the globe. With technology related to 
genetic modification becoming more and more accessible, the fear is that these breakthroughs 
in science will be abused by those in power. COVID-19 has shown how powerful a single strain 
could be, and how ill-prepared nations are for such cataclysmic events. This committee will be 
tasked with exploring the development of bioweapons, as well as preparing nations to face 
potential threats of attack. 

What are Bioweapons? 

Biological weapons, or bioweapons, are defined by the World Health Organization as 
“microorganisms like virus, bacteria, fungi, or other toxins that are produced and released 
deliberately to cause disease and death in humans, animals or plants”. Bioweapons fall under 
the category of weapons of mass destruction alongside options such as nuclear and chemical 
weapons.  

 

Figure 1. Potential deaths of various diseases if used as bioweapons. (From NIH research paper) 
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Biological agents are extraordinarily dangerous because they can take out massive populations 
within short amounts of time by quickly spreading. They are often difficult to trace. Substances 
that have been recognized as weaponized agents include anthrax, terodotoxins (from fungus), 
and botulinum toxins. 

While it is important to know that bioweapons could have devastating effects on the 
population in a nation, bioweapons are not limited to directly killing individuals. Bioweapons 
are also dangerous in a variety of different cases, including eliminating key connections in the 
food supply chain of a nation and destroying crops key for local industry. These alternative 
targets are just as important to consider as the concern on a direct death toll. 

Research on bioweapons and their impact continues to this day, even in well-established, non-
rogue nations. Nations such as Canada, the United Kingdom, and the United States had and 
continue to research the offensive use of diseases. For example, the US Army Medical Research 
Institute of Infectious Diseases in Fort Detrick, Maryland continues to research options for 
defensive tactics in mitigating potential biological warfare attempts. 

Bioweapons are extremely deadly. A small amount of them released into a community has the 
potential to destroy vast numbers of the group. The silent but deadly nature of these attacks is 
precisely why the international community must come together and discuss this pressing issue. 

Just as important as how bioweapons are developed and used is being prepared if said attacks 
do happen. The term “biodefense” broadly refers to the strategic steps taken by a group to 
protect a population and prevent the transmission of infectious diseases. This often involves 
the protection of food and water supplies, which can often be the entry points of bioweapons. 
Robust surveillance systems of potential disease outbreaks are critical to any biodefense 
strategy. 

Bioterrorism – Weapons in the Wrong Hands 

Bioterrorism has also become an increasing worry in recent times. Bioterrorism is defined by 
the United States Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) as the “is the intentional 
release of viruses, bacteria, or other germs that can sicken or kill people, livestock, or crops”. 
The potential for a biological attack by terrorist organizations is a constant problem. The 
anthrax attacks of October 2001 pushed this issue into the limelight. Although this attack did 
not originate from a terror organization, it was clear that these organizations could cause a 
similar incident with the right resources. 

As the war between existing governments and rogue organizations continues to rage, it is now 
more important than ever to prevent the use and access of bioweapons by terrorists. Not only 
is the issue of responding and preparing for cases of use important, but nations must also 
consider what measures should be taken to keep weapons out of the hands of terrorists in the 
first place. 
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Genetic Engineering and Bioweapons 

New developments in genetic engineer has create yet another major concern for scientists and 
public health experts. The rise of access to tools such as CRISPR has created concern of groups 
with malicious intent to use these weapons for much harm. 

Genetic engineering research and tools has created more concern for bio-warfare for several 
reasons. One, the information on genetic engineering technology is widespread due to shared 
research. Many nations, even those which are less developed, now have access to and are 
actively committing resources toward genomics research. Nearly every modern nation has at 
least one facility that could mass-produce pathogens. 

Next, even with simple genetic engineering steps, much more efficient diseases could be 
developed. While tradition biological warfare involves reusing unstable and naturally-occurring 
strains of diseases, manufactures diseases could create very powerful strains that can kill 
efficiently and effectively. 

Finally, completely new bioweapons could be developed. Rather than trying to toy with an 
existing disease, organism, or substance, a completely new biological substance could be 
developed and deployed with victim nations having little knowledge of how to protect against it 

While genetic engineering has no doubt been a great leap forward in biology, it also brings us 
ever closer to the prospect of biological warfare. This issue is critical as we explore a changing 
world in public health. 

History 
Bioweapons surfaced as a potential threatening force with the invention of microbiology from 
the groundbreaking work by Robert Koch and Louis Pasteur in the early 20th century. While 
biological weapons had not surfaced during World War I, World War II would be the scene of 
several attempts at researching and deploying bioweapons.  

World War II – Bioweapons Research Hits a High 

During World War II, the Japanese government and military were notorious for unethical 
human testing and research. Much of this revolved around developing potential diseases for 
war use. Unit 731, infamous for its human testing on Chinese prisoners and civilians, developed 
many methods for researching said biological weapons. Diseases under research by the unit 
included B. anthracis, Neisseria meningitidis, Vibrio cholerae, Shigella spp., and Yersinia pestis 
(a.k.a. the plague). It developed plague as a biological weapon by allowing laboratory fleas to 
feed on plague infected rats. 

The Japanese army attempted to deploy their developed weapons during the invasion of 
mainland China. An attack on the city of Changteh in 1941 led to 10,000 casualties due to 
biological weapons. However, poor preparation, equipment, and understanding of what they 
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had developed led to self-inflicted damage. During this incident 1700 deaths were reported 
among Japanese troops. Thus, these “field trials” of biological weapons were terminated in 
1942. 

 

Figure 2. Defendants at the Khabarovsk Trial in Russia. The trial was to examine the actions committed by researchers in the 
Japanese army during WWII. 

Research in the area was not only limited to the Axis forces. Under order from President 
Franklin Roosevelt, the United States biological weapons program was born in 1943. The 
program would continue to operate for 27 years as it accumulated various bioweapons and 
focused its research on seven specific agents. The program was held in top secret status and 
was only revealed after it was dissolved. These later filings showed that testing sometimes 
included human trials on willing and unwilling individuals. 

After World War II 

Since the close of World War II, the issue of biological warfare has remained central to many 
public health strategies. Nations have continued to research it and develop biodefense systems 
in case of such an attack. COVID-19 has put some of these biodefense systems on the hot seat – 
some have not performed well. This brings us yet again to the conversation of how to prevent 
the damage that could be done by biological weapons. 

The poster child of bioweapons became anthrax due to several incidents. While a natural 
disease originally, it has become subject of experimentation as a promising candidate to 
become a bioweapon. The result has appeared in a few occasions. 

The 1979 Sverdlovsk anthrax leak became one of the biggest incidents of poor management 
when researching and developing a bioweapon. Spores of anthrax were accidentally released 
by a Soviet facility. The incident resulted in the death of around 100 people and has been 
considered a biological equivalent of Chernobyl. 
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In 2001, soon after the September 11th attacks, letters laced with anthrax appeared the 
mailboxes of several Americans, including certain senators, resulting in the death of 5 
individuals. The most devastating biological attack to date, the incident sparked concerned 
debate over biological weapons. The attack was initially tied to al-Qaeda, but later investigation 
alleged that researcher Bruce Ivins was the suspect. This attack was dubbed “Amerithrax” by 
the public.  

Another major point that brought up concerns of bioweapons came during the regime of 
Saddam Husein in Iraq. Information on the Iraqi Biological Weapons (BW) program emerged 
after the United Nations Special Commission to make sure Iraq maintianed compliance of 
regulations surrounding weapons of mass destruction after the Gulf War. By the end of the 
commission, program scientists had investigated the BW potential of five bacterial strains, one 
fungal strain, five types of virus, and four toxins. 

Biological Weapons Convention of 1972 

The alarming pace of bioweapons development and the questionable ethics around the 
research led to many outcries in both the scientific and national securities. In 1972, the 
Biological Weapons Convention on the Prohibition of the Development, Production and 
Stockpiling of Bacteriological (Biological) and Toxin Weapons and on their Destruction, or 
Biological Weapons Convention (BWC) for short, was announced. 

Figure 4. Map of parties who ratified the Biological Weapons Convention. 

Figure 3. Laboratory technician holding the anthrax-laced letter addressed to Senator Leahy after 
safely opening it at the U.S. Army's Fort Detrick bio-medical research laboratory in November 2001 
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Before the BWC, the Protocol for the Prohibition of the Use in War of Asphyxiating, Poisonous 
or other Gases, and of Bacteriological Methods of Warfare had been formed in the 1928. Also 
known as the Geneva Protocol, it barred the use of biological and chemical weapons in war. 
However, it made no mention on limitations for the development and research on said 
biological weapons. 

The BWC continues to host review sessions of the convention’s standards every few years. As of 
2019, 183 different governments have continued to ratify the convention’s articles. 

Article 1 of the BWC helps summarize the core components of the convention: 

 

However, several noticeable problems appeared in the BWC. Few mechanisms existed to hold 
member states accountable to stay compliant with requirements. Previously, at the second 
review conference of the BWC, member states agreed to strengthen the treaty by reporting 
annually on Confidence Building Measures (CBMs) to the United Nations. However, currently, 
less than half of the treaty signatories submit these voluntary annual reports.  

The following Review Conference in 1991 established a board of government experts (known as 
VEREX) to find new oversight mechanisms. However, after VEREX submitted its recommends, 
they were rejected by the United States, which declared that such mechanisms would infringe 
on biodefense research. 

Past United Nations Actions 

Role of the United Nations 

The United Nations and its various bodies have held roles in helping navigate the storm. The UN 
General Secretary has the power to initiate investigations into allegations of bioweapons. This is 
a mechanism under the UN Office for Disarmament Affairs (UNODA). The Security Council has 
also passed resolutions to give it the power to act upon discoveries by said investigations. 

The World Health Organization, one of the UN’s specialized bodies, has had work related to 
prevent damage that could be done by biological attacks. The global alert and response 

"Each State Party to this Convention undertakes never in any circumstances to 
develop, produce, stockpile or otherwise acquire or retain: 

(1) Microbial or other biological agents, or toxins whatever their origin or method 
of production, of types and in quantities that have no justification for prophylactic, 
protective or other peaceful purposes; 

(2) Weapons, equipment or means of delivery designed to use such agents or 
toxins for hostile purposes or in armed conflict." 
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activities and the Global Outbreak Alert and Response Network also holds as a tool for report 
mass outbreaks of a given engineered strain. It has passed guidelines for the surveillance and 
Control of Anthrax in Humans and Animals since the rise of Anthrax attacks. 

United Nations Resolutions 

In 2004, the UN Security Council passed resolution 1540 under Chapter VII of the United 
Nations Charter which affirms that the “proliferation of nuclear, chemical and biological 
weapons and their means of delivery constitutes a threat to international peace and security”. 
In particular, the resolution “imposes binding obligations on all States to adopt legislation to 
prevent the proliferation of nuclear, chemical and biological weapons, and their means of 
delivery, and establish appropriate domestic controls over related materials to prevent their 
illicit trafficking”. The 1540 committee was created to administer to this goal. 

United Nations Security Council Resolution 1673, passed in 2006, extended the lifespan of the 
committee by 2 years. Various other resolutions followed suit, with the next re-evaluation of 
the resolution and committee to be considered in 2021 due to the expiration of the committee. 

General Assembly Resolution A/RES/42/37C (1987) requests the Secretary-General to carry out 
investigations in response to reports that may be brought to his attention by any Member State 
concerning the possible use of chemical and bacteriological (biological) or toxin weapons. It also 
requests the Secretary-General, with the assistance of qualified experts, to develop further 
technical guidelines and procedures. 

UN Security Council Resolution 620 (26 August 1988) decides to consider immediately, taking 
into account the investigations of the Secretary-General, appropriate and effective measures in 
accordance with the Charter of the United Nations, should there be any future use of chemical 
weapons in violation of international law. 

Questions to Consider 
Here are some questions to potentially think about as you do your research and formulate your 
country’s position on this topic. You do not need to address them all in your paper, if any at all. 
These are just some starting points for debate in committee and your own position and agenda: 

1. What standards should be placed on the research, development, production, 
distribution, stockpiling, and use of biological weapons? 

2. How can we look to enforce these new standards as well as standards set by the BWC? 
3. What is the role of the international community and its organizations in dealing with 

biological? What role does the UN have, and who has the say over if the UN should 
deploy its own personnel to intervene? 

4. What steps should nations take to prepare and prevent bioterrorism? What steps can 
the international community to do the same? 
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5. What are preparations and precautions nations should take to protect themselves from 
potential biological attacks? How can we prevent biological weapons from falling into 
the hands of said groups? 

6. What are the ethical implications of researching and deploying bioweapons? How can 
nations continue to research biodefense while remaining away from developing 
bioweapons? 

Chair’s Notes 

Just a few last words from the chair on this topic. The topic for this debate has a ton of different 
perspectives to come from. Issues range from how to make sure countries are not developing 
bioweapons and whether they should be allowed to do so, to bioterrorism, to strategic 
initiatives to prepare nations for attacks if they do happen. A ton more points can be addressed 
as well. Unique perspectives and sub-problems to a problem help debate flow in interesting 
directions. Feel free to address multiple or just a few viewpoints. Please do not feel the need to 
address every single possible subproblem – quality is always better than quantity.  
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